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WGM-BASED MOLECULAR SENSORS

RELATED APPLICATIONS

This application claims the benefit of U.S. Provisional
Application No. 61/953,891, filed Mar. 16, 2014 and herein
incorporated by reference.

STATEMENT REGARDING FEDERALLY
SPONSORED RESEARCH & DEVELOPMENT

This invention was made with government support under
United States Air Force Office of Scientific Research grant
FA9550-12-1-0049 and National Science Foundation grant
ECCS-1232263. The government has certain rights in the
invention.

INCORPORATION BY REFERENCE OF
MATERIAL SUBMITTED ON A COMPACT
DISC

Not applicable.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

High optical quality (high-Q) whispering gallery mode
(WGM) microresonators have been a subject of intense
investigation during the last decade because of their strong
potential for numerous high-performance photonic devices,
including ultra-sensitive molecular detectors and advanced
light sources, such as narrow linewidth lasers and comb
generators. The unique characteristics of such WGM devices
appear to be particularly relevant for mid-infrared (MIR)
applications, because of the stronger molecular absorption
lines in the MIR, and because of the increasing need for
frequency comb sources in this “molecular fingerprint”
region. In particular, prior efforts have estimated a sensitiv-
ity of a few parts per trillion for the detection of several
strongly-absorbing atmospheric and biogenic trace gases in
this MIR “molecular fingerprint” region by combining the
sensitivity benefits of wavelength modulation spectroscopy
with high-Q MIR microsensors in compact “field-usable
devices”, facilitating their use for numerous applications in
industry, environmental sensing, and agriculture. Such min-
iature portable “ultra-sensitive” molecular sensors could
pave the way for numerous cutting-edge uses in diverse
fields and applications such as: (1) breath analysis of
patients for healthcare; (2) process control systems (such as
ultrasensitive moisture monitoring) in manufacturing; (3)
environmental monitoring of industrial pollutants, including
hydrogen sulphide and carbon monoxide levels (say on
roadsides and in parking structures); (4) the precise moni-
toring of trace gases that affect the environment, such as
CO, and other greenhouse gases, biogenic emissions from
flora and fauna, coastal and oceanic carbon and nitrogen
compounds, and geothermal and volcanic emissions; and (5)
measurements of emissions from agricultural enterprises
including crop growth and livestock farming (e.g., ammonia
emissions).

There have also been considerable advances in the devel-
opment of Whispering-Gallery mode (WGM) microlasers in
the past decade as key enablers for numerous high-perfor-
mance photonic devices, including ultrasensitive molecular
detectors and compact narrow-linewidth lasers. Most of the
past WGM microlaser developments have focused on visible
and near-IR sources.

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

2

Whispering-gallery-mode (WGM) microlasers are par-
ticularly attractive and popular, largely because of their
relative ease of fabrication (as opposed to their electrically
pumped semiconductor counterparts, which require much
more elaborate design and fabrication processes. Even
though optically pumped microlasers have been demon-
strated with a broad range of glass and crystal hosts,
spherical and toroidal structures, based on the rare-earth-
doped silica material system, are the most common, in part,
because of the ease of fabrication of such structures via
simple melting techniques.

Unfortunately, silica-based microlasers are limited in their
operating wavelength ranges to the visible and near-IR
because of the strong increase in absorption in silica at
wavelengths >2 pm. However, because of the stronger
molecular absorption bands in the mid-infrared (MIR), ultra
compact, microlaser sources at longer MIR wavelengths are
still critically needed for several key applications, notably
high-resolution spectroscopy and trace level detection of
several important molecular species. Previous mid-IR WGM
microlasers have been based on electrically pumped semi-
conductor sources that are difficult to fabricate and are also
limited to operation either at cryogenic temperatures, or in
the pulsed mode at relatively short (2.4 um) MIR wave-
lengths.

BRIEF SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

In one embodiment, the present invention exploits the
strong dispersion of resonant modes near molecular absorp-
tion lines, and reduces the cost and complexity of molecular
sensors by eliminating the need for tunable lasers; moreover,
the detection speed of the present invention is much faster,
and limited only by the cavity buildup time (typically of the
order of nanoseconds or less), enabling “real time” moni-
toring. In addition, other embodiments of the microlaser of
the present invention are not based on electrically-pumped
semiconductor sources or require cryogenic temperatures to
operate. Embodiments of the present invention are able to
operate in temperature from 32 degrees below zero and
higher.

In other embodiments, the present invention provides a
room temperature MIR WGM microlaser operating in the
2.7-2.8 um spectral range where there are a plethora of
molecular absorption lines. This embodiment was achieved
by fabricating high-Q erbium-doped ZBLLAN microspheres
and optically pumping such Er:ZBLAN microspheres with a
980 nm diode laser. Using elevated erbium concentrations
enables mid-IR WGM laser generation.

In another embodiment, the present invention provides a
continuous-wave (cw) room temperature (RT) mid-IR
WGM microlaser system capable of operating at a spectral
range (2.7-2.8 um) that overlaps strong transitions of several
molecular species of significant interest for sensing appli-
cations. Applications for the embodiments of the present
invention include, but are not limited to, detection at trace
levels for: (1) environmental sensing (NO,, CO,, CO, H,S,
and AsH;), (2) industrial process monitoring (trace water
vapor levels for semiconductor fab and fiber preform manu-
facturing), and (3) health care (including breath analysis). In
one embodiment, the cw MIR microlasers may be achieved
by optically pumping high-Q WGM spherical erbium-doped
fluoride glass microresonators with a low-power 980 nm
diode laser.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE SEVERAL
VIEWS OF THE DRAWINGS

In the drawings, which are not necessarily drawn to scale,
like numerals may describe substantially similar compo-



US 9,482,608 B1

3

nents throughout the several views. Like numerals having
different letter suffixes may represent different instances of
substantially similar components. The drawings illustrate
generally, by way of example, but not by way of limitation,
a detailed description of certain embodiments discussed in
the present document.

FIG. 1 shows a partial energy level diagram of the Er*>
ion. ETU1 and ETU2 designate energy transfer upconver-
sion processes (ETU1 rate>ETU2 rate) that become impor-
tant at high pump intensities and small inter-ion separations
(high doping densities).

FIG. 2a is a schematic diagram of an MIR microsphere
laser for one embodiment of the present invention.

FIG. 2b is a micrograph of Er:ZBLAN microspheres of
~180 um diameter before optimized optical pumping of the
embodiment shown in FIG. 2a.

FIG. 2¢ is a micrograph of Er:ZBLAN microspheres of
~180 um diameter during optimized optical pumping of the
embodiment shown in FIG. 2a.

FIG. 3 shows measured mid-IR laser output power plotted
against absorbed pump power for the microspherical laser
shown in FIG. 2b. The absorbed pump power is the differ-
ence between the transmitted pump powers in the presence
and absence of the Er:ZBLAN microsphere.

FIG. 4 shows the measured output spectrum of the mid-IR
emission from the Er:ZBLAN microspherical laser at an
absorbed pump power of 300 pW.

FIG. 5 is a schematic diagram of the configuration for
another embodiment of an MIR microspherical laser of the
present invention.

FIG. 6 shows numerical calculations for WGM mode
distribution for the fundamental WGM at 2700 nm and 980
nm as well as the second order azimuthal mode at 980 nm.

FIG. 7 is a partial energy level diagram of Er’* ions in
ZBLAN depicting dominant cross relaxation processes.

FIG. 8 shows tuning curves for diode-pumped Er:ZBLLAN
fiber lasers at low pump powers.

FIG. 9 shows the resonant luminescent source and its
structured spectrum.

FIG. 10 shows a spectra of real and imaginary parts of
refractive index of pure CO, at atmospheric pressure in the
vicinity of the strongest absorption resonance.

FIG. 11 shows a transmission spectra of microresonator
(with an intrinsic quality factor of 10%) in vacuum (curves
1100) and in presence of CO, molecules at one atmosphere
pressure (curves 1102).

FIG. 12 shows the optical (a) and RF (b) spectra of the
emission from high-Q resonant source that has two lines
within the molecular absorption bandwidth, before and after
interaction with molecules.

FIG. 13a shows a schematic configuration showing the
impact of molecular absorption on transmission spectrum of
a microresonator where n, and n, are the refractive indices
of the microresonator and the surrounding medium, respec-
tively. AM is resonant wavelength shift and dM is the change
of the transmission dip depth.

FIG. 135 shows a spectra of real (line 1300) and imagi-
nary (line 1302) parts of refractive index of pure CO, at
atmospheric pressure in the vicinity of the strongest absorp-
tion resonance.

FIG. 14a shows a spectrum of the absorption line strength
of CO, around the strongest absorption band.

FIG. 1456 shows a spectrum of the absorption coeflicient
of pure CO, at one atmosphere pressure and at room
temperature.

FIG. 15a shows a WGM transmission spectra showing the
change between the resonant modes in absence of gas
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molecules (curves 1500) and in presence of gas molecules at
one atmosphere pressure (curves 1502) in an undercoupled
regime (Q,, ~1x10°%).

FIG. 15b shows what is shown in FIG. 15a in an over-
coupled regime (Q,, =5x10%).

FIG. 164 shows spectra of AL/OA at a gas concentration of
1 ppm for different values of Q, ;: 1x108, 3x108, 5x10%,
7x108, and 9x10®. A\ and d) are resonant wavelength shift
and the linewidth of the loaded optical cavity, respectively.

FIG. 165 shows ultimate detection limit plotted against
log,(Q.,,). The gas concentration is 1 ppm.

FIG. 16¢ shows spectra of detection limit AA/dA for
different gas concentration: 0.01, 0.1, 1, 5, 10 ppm. Q,, =1x
10*° (strongly undercoupled).

FIG. 16d shows ultimate detection limit AA/dA plotted
against gas concentration. Q, _~1x10'°.

FIG. 17a shows spectra of relative dip depth changes at a
gas concentration of a ppm and for different values of al
Q..; 1x108, 3x108, 5x10°, 7x10%, and 9x10%.

FIG. 175 illustrates the detection sensitivity via relative
dip depth changes plotted against Q,__, for the gas concen-
tration of 1 ppm.

FIG. 17¢ shows spectra of relative dip depth changes at
different gas concentrations: 0.01, 0.11, 5, 10 ppm. Q,_=1x
10'° (strongly undercoupled).

FIG. 17d shows the relative dip depth changes plotted
against the gas concentration. Q,,,~1x10'°.

FIG. 18 shows laser lines, which are generated from a
Mid-IR transparency cavity which have been filtered to
leave two adjacent lines, whose frequencies are v, v,. OSA:
optical spectrum analyzer. RFSA: radio frequency spectrum
analyzer. (b) In OSA, the laser frequency lines are shown
with and without target molecules in optical frequency
domain (THz) are different. Line 1800 is the real and line
1802 is the imaginary part of refractive index of the gas
molecules. Dark solid and dashed lines are optical frequency
lines with and without target gas molecules, respectively. v,
and v, are the frequencies of the two laser lines without gas
molecules. v," and v,' are the frequencies of the two laser
lines with gas molecules. (¢) In RFSA, the beat note signal
is seen at a radio frequency (RF) (GHz). Dark solid (without
target gas molecules) and dashed lines (with target gas
molecules) are the RF beat note signals of these two lines.

FIG. 19 provides numerical modeling of the electromag-
netic intensity profile (V/m) of WGMs of a 15.257-um-
microsphere, with polarization of TM (COMSOL Mul-
tiphysics). The white dash lines are the boundary of the
microsphere and the arrows denote the directions of the
electric field.

FIG. 20a shows the optical laser linewidth plotted against
log,,(Q,,,) for different output powers of 0.2, 0.6, 1.0, 1.4,
and 1.8 uW.

FIG. 205 shows the optical laser linewidth plotted against
output power for different values of external Q: 1e8, 3e8,
5e8, 7e8 and 9e8.

ext

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
INVENTION

Detailed embodiments of the present invention are dis-
closed herein; however, it is to be understood that the
disclosed embodiments are merely exemplary of the inven-
tion, which may be embodied in various forms. Therefore,
specific structural and functional details disclosed herein are
not to be interpreted as limiting, but merely as a represen-
tative basis for teaching one skilled in the art to variously
employ the present invention in virtually any appropriately
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detailed method, structure or system. Further, the terms and
phrases used herein are not intended to be limiting, but
rather to provide an understandable description of the inven-
tion.

In the formation of microlasers, glasses are particularly
attractive as host media because of the relative ease of
shaping and “processing” glass hosts into high-Q resonators
via relatively simple polishing and melting techniques.
However, the relatively robust and popular silicate glasses
are precluded from use at MIR laser wavelengths >2 um
(because of their relatively high absorption at the longer
wavelengths). Nevertheless, numerous fluoride, telluride,
and chalcogenide glasses are attractive choices of glass hosts
for MIR lasers because of their relatively high transparency,
even at wavelengths >4 um, provided they are “formable”
into high-Q resonators and can also act as “good solvents”
or solid-state hosts for sufficiently high doping densities of
the appropriate rare-earth ions for the requisite gain at the
desired MIR wavelengths.

A method of fabricating high-Q microspheres is disclosed
in U.S. patent application Ser. No. 13/960,659, filed Aug. 6,
2013, the disclosure of which is herein incorporated by
reference in its entirety. High-Q microspheres may be made
from fluoride glasses including ZBLAN (ZrF,—BaF,—
LaF;—AIlF,—NaF), a fluoride glass characterized by rela-
tively high glass stability, and with known high solubility for
a large number of well-understood MIR rare-earth dopants,
notably erbium, holmium, praesodymium, and dysprosium.
As such, ZBLAN represents a suitable host glass for use in
connection with one or more embodiments of the present
invention.

In addition, embodiments of the present invention may
use erbium (Er) as the gain ion. FIG. 1 shows, for an
embodiment of the present invention, a partial energy level
diagram of Er ions in ZBLAN. At very low erbium concen-
trations, where the interaction between erbium ions is neg-
ligible, the longer natural lifetime of the lower energy level
of *I,5,, (t,=9 ms) relative to that of the upper energy level
of *1,,,» (1,=6.9 ms) results in a population bottleneck that
inhibits inversion and efficient steady state lasing between
these two energy levels is obtained. As such, in all previ-
ously reported Er:ZBLAN (and Er:silica) WGM microlas-
ers, the lasing action occurred solely due to inversion
between the *I,,, and *I, 5, states, resulting in lasing wave-
lengths near 1550 nm.

For some embodiments of the microlasers of the present
invention, a maximum erbium ion solubility that is readily
achievable (8 mol. %) to enhance the ETU1 cross-relaxation
(CR) process via dipole-dipole energy transfer between
closely spaced erbium ions that have been simultaneously
excited to the *I,, , state (via optical pumping) is provided.
The higher doping densities and CR processes facilitate
population inversion between the *I,,,, and *I,,,, levels to
enable attainment of extremely high gains per unit length at
this 2.7 um transition, even with relatively low pump
powers.

In other embodiments, microspheres were fabricated
using uniformly doped (8 mol. %) Er:ZBLAN fibers of 100
um diameter and no cladding, using a controlled symmetric
heating process. It should be noted, however, that these
doping densities are still too low to have significant effect on
the thermal and crystallization properties of the Er:ZBLAN
glass.

FIG. 2a is a schematic diagram of a setup of one embodi-
ment of a mid-IR microlaser 200 of the present invention. A
fiber taper coupling scheme may be used to both “incouple”
the 980 nm pump power as well as to “outcouple” the

35

40

45

55

6

mid-IR emission from the microsphere. The approximately
1 um diameter fiber taper was fabricated from a low-OH
multimode fiber (core size=50 um) with relatively low
transmission loss at the lasing wavelength (<0.1 dB/cm).
Pump power may be provided by a single-mode FBG-line-
narrowed laser diode 202 with a wavelength of 980 nm and
a linewidth of less than 0.01 nm. A sapphire ball lens 205
may be used to collimate the optical power exiting the fiber
taper. The collimated beam was filtered by a mid-IR band-
pass optical filter 206 (with a center wavelength of 2.7 pm
and a bandwidth of 200 nm to remove the transmitted 980
nm pump power and the optical radiation emitted by the
Er:ZBLAN microsphere at other wavelengths (i.e., 540 nm,
1550 nm).

The mid-IR radiation was detected by a liquid nitrogen-
cooled InSb MIR detector 208. To improve the signal-to-
noise ratio of the observed signal, the photocurrent was
amplified by a transimpedance amplifier 210 and measured
using a lock-in amplifier 212. FIG. 2b shows a micrograph
of the top-view of the microsphere 204 coupled to fiber taper
220.

Based on the measured value of the quality factor at 1.5
pum, a Q of >10” may be obtained for an undoped ZBLAN
microsphere in the 2.5-3.8 um wavelength range. Assuming
a minimal increase in scattering losses, since there is neg-
ligible anticipated Er ion (excited state) absorption in this
wavelength range, the Q of the Er-doped microspheres is
comparable (>10) at these MIR wavelengths. Emission 222
is a known upconversion fluorescence from the *H,,,, and
*S,,, levels to the ground state of erbium ions. The confine-
ment of emission 222 to the equatorial plane near the
micro-sphere surface provided a strong visual verification of
the coupling of the 980 nm pump to the WGMs.

FIG. 3 shows the measured mid-IR laser output power
plotted versus the pump power absorbed and scattered by
microsphere 204. The absorbed pump power shown is the
difference between the transmitted pump power in the
presence and absence of the microsphere and, therefore,
includes both contributions of absorbed and scattered pow-
ers.

Since the same fiber taper was used to couple in the 980
nm pump power and to couple out the 2.7 um mid-IR laser
power, simultaneous phase matching was not possible, and
the use of two couplers such as two fiber tapers on opposite
sides of the microsphere would be preferable in other
embodiments. The threshold pump power is estimated to be
150 uW by extrapolation of the linear lasing region. The
estimated slope efficiency is 0.35%. During these measure-
ments, the microsphere was kept in continuous contact with
the fiber taper to reduce the power variations due to coupling
gap instabilities; however, the mid-IR power also appeared
to have a maximum value at this close contact (zero gap)
position (indicating that the fiber taper is not thin enough,
and that the 980 nm pump radiation was still undercoupled
even when the taper is in close contact). Varying the distance
of these coupling gaps would be preferable in other embodi-
ments of this invention.

In another embodiment, optimized coupling using a single
mode fiber taper and a tunable narrow linewidth 980 pump
laser may be used to improve the slope efficiency while
reducing the threshold power. In addition, the larger thresh-
old power, compared with the previous results reported for
visible and near-IR WGM microlasers, are attributable to the
relatively low gains that are inevitable at lower pump
intensities when significant cross-relaxation via ETU pro-
cesses are not yet possible (because of the relatively low
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populations in these excited states at threshold pump pow-
ers). The use of higher pump powers are preferable in
alternate embodiments.

FIG. 4 shows the measured spectrum with a peak wave-
length of approximately 2718.5 nm, which is consistent with
the results reported for Er:ZBLAN fiber lasers.

Additionally, in other embodiments, the output power
may become oscillatory due to thermo-optomechanical cou-
pling. For passive ZBLAN microspheres pumped in the
near-1R regime, these oscillations can translate quality factor
degradation and resonant wavelength shifts to variations of
oscillation frequency. As such, the frequency of the self-
excited mid-IR thermo-optomechanical oscillator will be
sensitive to the concentration of molecules with absorption
lines near the laser wavelength.

As shown in FIG. 5, laser 500 provides a wavelength of
980 nm and is coupled to microsphere 502 by silica fiber
taper 504. Microsphere 502 is fabricated using a uniformly
doped (8 mol. %) Er:ZBLAN fiber. Microsphere 502 has a
wavelength of 2.7 um as its optical transmission, which is
transmitted by angled, polished ZBL AN fiber 506. As shown
in FIG. 6, the overlap between the pumped region and the
fundamental WGM (at 2700 nm) is controllable by adjusting
the pump laser wavelength to contain an appropriate admix-
ture of modes, a feature that enables highly efficient modal
overlap.

FIG. 7 shows the energy level diagram of Er:ZBL AN, and
schematically depicts the removal of the population bottle-
neck for the 2700 nm transition (caused by the shorter
lifetime of the *1,,,, upper laser level) by the use of cross-
relaxation processes in (via dipole-dipole interactions and
heavy doping, up to 100,000 ppm). Relatively efficient MIR
laser action has been demonstrated in highly relevant spec-
tral regions (2.7-3.5 um) in Er:ZBLAN, and wide tuning
(~120 nm) of the 2700 nm *1,,, to *I, , , transition has also
been demonstrated as shown in FIG. 8.

Using the fabrication method of the present invention, and
the principles developed in the context of MIR fiber lasers,
lasing near the 2.7 micron transition in Er:ZBLAN in mid-IR
microresonator-based lasers is achieved. When sufficient
pump power (at 980 nm) is coupled to a uniformly doped
Er:ZBLAN microresonator, the combination of the popula-
tion inversion (between the *I,,,, and “I,,,, states) and
high-Q MIR resonance results in low-threshold laser action
near 2700 nm with extremely narrow linewidths.

In another embodiment, the present invention provides a
microresonator that utilizes the interaction between the
evanescent field of a resonant optical source and the gas
molecules. The optical source 900 may be an active high-Q
optical microresonator with a structured emission spectrum
consisting of nearly-equally spaced narrow lines 901-904, as
well as sensing unit or detector 920 as shown in FIG. 9.

Active microresonator 900 is excited by an optical beam
(excitation) from a microlaser as described above, another
type of laser, or another source. Depending on the level of
excitation of microresonator 900 may operate below lasing
threshold (where the linewidth of the emission lines is
limited by the quality factor of the cavity) or above lasing
threshold (where the linewidth of the emission lines is
limited by spontaneous emission). Near the central fre-
quency (v,) of a molecular absorption line, the collective
polarization of gas molecules manifests itself as a complex
refractive index featuring rapid and large variations in both
the real and imaginary parts.

FIG. 10 illustrates the variation of the real and imaginary
parts of the refractive index for the case of a CO, molecule
near the absorption/emission line centered at 4235 nm.
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‘When molecules interact with the high-Q luminescent/lasing
microresonator (through the evanescent optical field), the
real part of the molecular refractive index changes the
effective index of the corresponding optical modes while the
imaginary part degrades their quality factor.

As aresult, the resonances with wavelengths shorter than
ho=clv, shift to lower wavelengths while those with wave-
lengths longer than A, move to even longer wavelengths.
Such a bi-directional wavelength shift due to the rapid
variation in the dispersion near the molecular absorption
peak increases the non-uniformity of the mode spacing near
Ao, While the quality factor degradation broadens the lin-
ewidth and changes the coupling strengths of the modes.

FIG. 11 shows the transmission spectrum of the resonator
in the absence and presence of gas molecules. At the
absorption spectrum of the target molecule, the change in the
nearest, adjacent line pair shows the most pronounced
changes which diminish with each successive line pair.
Specifically, center line 1108, which is at or near the
maximum absorption line strength of the target molecule,
has on either side line pairs: 1110A and 1110B; 1120A and
1120B; 1130A and 1130B; 1140A and 1140B and 1150A and
1150B. For line pair 1110A and 1110B, the presence of the
target molecule results in a decrease in height, a broadening
of the line and increased distance from center line 1108. As
shown, for each successive line pair, this change is dimin-
ished.

Although Whispering-Gallery mode (WGM) microlasers
and luminescent sources are the best choices for the imple-
mentation of the present invention (due to their compact size
and large quality factor), all other high-Q resonant sources
with at least two modes near the molecular absorption
region, can also be used. Since the strongest absorption lines
of the important gas molecules are usually in the mid-IR
spectral region, the present invention is much more effective
when the optical emission is in the mid-IR spectral range
(for example the mid-IR emission from Erbium doped
ZBLAN microspheres). In other embodiments, the wave-
length of the resonant source is approximately matched to
the molecular absorption region of one or more molecules to
be detected.

FIG. 12 schematically depicts the emission spectrum of a
small microresonator-based luminescent or laser source.
Specifically, FIG. 12a shows the impact of molecular
absorption on transmission spectrum of a microresonator
where lines 1202 and 1203 are the refractive indices of the
microresonator and the surrounding medium, respectively.
A is resonant wavelength shift and dM is the change of the
transmission dip depth. FIG. 125 shows the spectra of real
and imaginary parts of refractive index of pure CO, at
atmospheric pressure in the vicinity of the strongest absorp-
tion resonance.

A band-pass optical filter is used to select two resonant
lines (from the comb-like emission spectrum) within the
absorption bandwidth of the target molecule. Alternatively,
the source naturally emits only two lines. In other embodi-
ments, the source emits a plurality of lines that are nearly
identical in wavelength and spacing.

When interacting with the gas molecules, the two lines or
line pair 1202 and 1203 move in opposite directions thereby
increasing the distance between the two as shown by arrows
1212 and 1214. In addition, the changed lines 1220 and
1221, become broader and smaller in height. One or more of
these changes may be monitored in the RF domain by
detecting the emission in a photodetector 1200 and feeding
the photocurrent to an RF frequency monitoring device (e.g.
RF spectrum analyzer).
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As shown in FIG. 125, upon detection the emission lines
mix and generate an RF signal with a frequency f=(v,-
va)=¢/h,—c/h ~c(h,—h,)/A, 2. As such, changes in the spec-
tral shift between the two wavelengths manifest itself via a
shift in the detected RF frequency (Afyy), providing a
relatively simple and novel method for trace sensing of
numerous molecular species relevant to industrial, biologi-
cal, and environmental sensing.

A shown in FIGS. 134 and 135, in another embodiment,
the present invention provides a microcavity 1310 coupled
to a tapered fiber. When a tunable laser light is transmitted
through the fiber, the transmitted power can be written as,

a + 1% = 2altcosd

"7 1+ a2|i? - 2altlcosd

where a is the field loss coefficient of the cavity,
6=2rtRn, /A designates the phase shift per circulation, and t
represents the coupling losses at the resonator/fiber taper
coupling region. A is the wavelength of input laser. The total
effective loss coeflicient at for propagating mode is related
to a through a=exp(-nRat). The total loss depends on the
intrinsic loss of the cavity due to material absorption and the
absorption of the gas molecules through,

=0, ro®
where @, is the intrinsic cavity loss and T'e,, denotes the
absorption from the gas molecules (I": is the ratio of the
energy in the evanescent field and the circulating energy
inside the cavity). The spectrum of P, consists of a series of

Lorenzian shaped dips with resonant wavelength A, is
defined by,

m\,=20Ru

where n,;=n,+I'n, is the effective index of refraction of
the circulating mode. n, and n, represent the refractive
indices of dielectric microcavity and the surrounding envi-
ronment, respectively. The resonance shift Ah associated
with the change of An,,, can be written as:

Al TAng,

A g

The linewidth of the resonant dips (0A=A/Q,,,) limits the
resolution for measuring AA, therefore AA/OA quantifying
the detection limit. For a dielectric microresonator with
index of ~1.5 and the surrounding medium with an index ~1,
T is estimated to be 1% (varies from 1% to 5% depending
on the size and type of the microresonator).

Atalow gas concentration, An,,, is much smaller than the
cavity/surrounding index difference, and thus the mode
distribution doesn’t change (I" is constant). A possible
approach for enhancing the sensitivity and the detection
limit is monitoring the wavelength near absorption band of
the corresponding molecule. Meanwhile, large absorption
brings the quality factor degradation, resulting in decreasing
of Ak, /O), as shown in FIGS. 134-135. Consequently, a
sweet spot exist where Ah, /OA is maximized.

The dispersion of a gas molecule undergoes a local
maximum and a minimum across the absorption line, as
shown in FIG. 134. To estimate the dispersion in the vicinity
of the gas absorption resonance, the well-known Kramer-
Kronig relations between the real (n,) and imaginary part
(n,) of the refractive index is used,
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1 (e () ,
An(w) = — dw
nd_

7
o W —w

1 renp(w)-1
(W)= —— ———duo’
ks W -w

—oco

Here An,(w) is the refractive index change (dispersion)
compared to unit value. When the laser wavelength is in
resonance (8=2nRn, /A=2nm). The dip depth can be quan-
tified as,

4Qierxr

_ _ 4K
T Qi + Qe

T (1+K)?

where K=Q,,,/Q,.,~«*/2nRa,. Here Q,,,~4m’Rn, /(Ax>),
Q,,/~2mn zhe, and « is the coupling coefficient from the
fiber taper to the cavity.

At a low gas concentration (I'a,<<a,), the absorption
caused by the presence of gas induces a change in the dip
depth according to:

1-K\T
> —(m]—_Awg = — Loy (DAag(A)

wl

In one embodiment, the interaction between the electro-
magnetic fields in a microresonator with Q=5x10° (c,=0.044
m™") and carbon dioxide (CO,) molecules in gas phase at
room temperature was examined. CO, has a characteristi-
cally strong absorption band extending from 4.2 to 4.5 um
with strong peaks present at 4.23 and 4.28 pum. In this
embodiment, it was determined to probe the absorption line
of CO,, centered at 4234.66 nm where the absorption line
strength is strongest. The absorption spectrum of CO,,
obtained from the HITRAN 2008 database is shown in FIG.
14a. The absorption coefficient ., is related to the absorp-
tion line strength S, and total number of molecules of
absorbing gas per unit volume N through:

a()=Sg)N

where S (cm/#) is extracted from the HITRAN database
as shown in FIG. 144 and g(v) is the Lorenz function to
approximate the absorption line shape, which is written as,

Y

=

where v is wavenumber in unit of cm™, v, is the resonant
wavenumber and y is the broadening parameter including the
air-broadening and self-broadening effects (v, and y can be
extracted from HITRAN database). FIG. 1456 shows the
spectrum of absorption coefficient for the strongest line
(4234.66 nm) at one atmosphere pressure and room tem-
perature.

In FIG. 154, lines 1500 and 1502 show the locations of the
transmission dips in the absence of gas molecules. Line
1504, which is located at the center of absorption peak,
divides the spectrum into two areas, arca 1 and 2. The
presence of the gas molecules changes the effective index of
the resonant modes. Thus in area 1 and 2, the resonant
wavelengths shift to the left (blue shift) and right (red shift)
relative to the absorption resonance peak, respectively. The
optical resonant modes inside the gas resonance line shape
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are broadened due to absorption. This effect is significant
when the resonant mode is closer to the absorption peak. At
a certain wavelength, the dips completely disappear.

In the undercoupled regime (Q,,<Q.,.,), when the gas
molecules interact with the WGMs, the decreasing of Q,,,
leads to a reduction of dip depth. Meanwhile, the presence
of gas molecules brings out the change of effective index,
which induces the shift of resonant modes. FIG. 155 shows
the case of overcoupled regime (Q,,>Q.,,). The only dif-
ference from the undercoupled is that degrading Q,,,, might
be equal to Q,,, (critical coupling) at some wavelength,
which leads to the largest dip depth (M=1, critical coupling).
The gas absorption modulates the dip depth from the over-
coupled regime (Q,,>Q,., to undercoupled regime
(Q,,7Q..,) in the wavelength domain. Note that this phe-
nomenon happens only when the initial Q,,, is smaller than
Q.. and gas concentration is large enough.

Typically, the resonant wavelength shift is employed as
the sensing parameter. Combining Eq. (2) and Q,,=\,/0A,
AMN/ON can be written as,

AL TAng,
A hg

tot

where OA is the linewidth of optical resonator mode. FIG.
16a shows the spectra of AA/OA at a gas concentration of 1
ppm for different values of Q. Q,,,, is fixed at 5x10%. FIG.
165 shows AA/O) plotted against Q.. In the strongly
overcoupled region (Q,,,<<Q,., Q.. ~Q..), the broaden
linewidth results in small AA/OA while in the strongly
undercoupled regime (Q,_>>Q,,,,, Q,,,~Q,.,), AMI\X is con-
stant because Q,,, undergoes a little change at low gas
concentration. FIG. 16¢ represents the spectra of AL/OA for
different gas concentrations (where Q,_~1x10"°). FIG. 164
denotes AA/OA plotted against the gas concentration in the
strong undercoupled regime. Typically a AA/Oh of 1% is
detectable; so the ultimate limit of detection for CO, by
monitoring relative resonance shift is 0.01xn,/(I'An (1
ppm)Q,,,)=1.145 ppm, which can be obtained in strongly
undercoupled regime (Q,,,~Q,,,)-

The concentration of gas molecules can also be derived by
monitoring the relative changes of transmission dip depth
(dM/M). FIG. 17a shows the spectra of dM/M at a gas
concentration of 1 ppm and for different values of Q_,. Q.
is fixed at 5x10%. The sign of dM/M indicates whether the
system is in the undercoupled (dM/M>0) or overcoupled
(dM/M<0) regime. Assuming that 1% of [dM/M] is detect-
able, the ultimate detection limit for CO, is 0.01xa./(TAc. (1
ppm))=0.276 ppm=276 ppb (parts-per-billion), which is
obtained in strongly undercoupled or overcoupled regime
(I(1-K)/(1+K)I~1) and at the gas absorption resonance.

In addition to monitoring the aforementioned spectral
changes (frequency shift and amplitude variations) directly,
translation of such spectral interpretation caused by the
surrounding gas molecules into the RF domain (GHz) is an
alternative highly desirable and reliable method that may be
used for use of very precise and accurate molecular sensing.
As shown in FIG. 18, a tunable filter 1810 is used to remove
all the laser lines other than the two successive ones, which
are located at the maximum and minimum refractive index
of the gas molecules. FIG. 18¢ shows the beat note fre-
quency of two optical frequency lines with (solid lines) and
without (dashed lines) target molecules. The presence of the
target species leads to the variation of the amplitude and
frequency of the beat note signal. The resulting beat note of
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these two laser lines produces a radio frequency (RF) signal
that contains a direct mapping of the optical spectrum,
including any absorption and phase shift imparted by the
sample gas molecules.

In the various embodiments described above, the present
invention provides a detection mechanism based on fre-
quency shifts; this method is more reliable than one employ-
ing amplitude changes due to the fact that the amplitude is
dependent of relative intensity noise (RIN) of the laser, and
instability of the PZT controlling the coupling gap, which
determines the ultimate optical Q. Moreover, if the two laser
lines are tuned, for example, via thermal effects, in other
embodiments, the present invention is able to identify the
gas molecule among several mixed gases by observing the
shift of RF signal, making this approach a potential method
for directly probing molecules.

In other embodiment, the microresonators of the present
invention use, but are not limited to, the above described
microlasers. In addition, the present invention may use two
adjacent laser lines, which are located in the local maximum
and minimum target gas dispersion, to generate the RF beat
note. Beating these two neighboring longitudinal modes
requires increasing of the radius of the microresonator up to
~7 mm in which the evanescent field percent (F) decreases.
Therefore the RF beat note of two adjacent azimuthal modes
in a multimode microspherical laser is able to maintain the
ultra-compact dimension of the microsphere while having
relatively more evanescent field to interact with gas mol-
ecules and thereby decreases the detection limit.

While it is well known that the WGMs of different
azimuthal mode orders in an ideal microsphere are degen-
erate, the fabricated microspheres are rarely perfectly
spherical symmetric. This eccentricity is defined as e=(Rp-
Re)/R, where Rp and Re are polar and equatorial radii
respectively. The presence of eccentricity breaks the degen-
eracy of polar modes, leading to a frequency shift for the
modes with the same radial and longitudinal modes number.
Eccentric splitting between modes with successive azi-
muthal mode number is defined by:

3m

2
- 1(1+1)]

Ay e
— = Vot = Vo1l = ==
Vit 6

where n, m, 1 are radial, longitudinal and azimuthal mode
numbers, respectively. The amplitude of each mode is
dependent of the coupling between the fiber taper and the
microsphere.

In one embodiment, the radius of the eccentricity of the
microsphere were chosen to be 15.257 pm and 0.428% such
that the frequencies of the fundamental mode (I1-ml|=0) and
the adjacent azimuthal mode (I1-ml=1) are able to match the
locations of the maximum and minimum of the CO, disper-
sion at 2702.578 nm at which the Mid-IR microlaser is
lasing. Two TM modes are employed since they have larger
evanescent field than TE ones. The electromagnetic field
distributions of these two successive TM modes are depicted
in FIG. 19.

The optical signals are separated by the desired frequency
Tz which is the resulting beat frequency of the two incident
electric fields. When the incident electric field has compo-
nents at two frequencies, the electric field can be given by,

E=4, cos2mv,t)+4, cos(2mv,t+¢)

where ¢ is the relative phase offset of the second signal.
A, and A, designate the amplitudes of these two optical
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components. t is time. The current in the photodiode is
proportional to the incident electric field through,

i) = A} + A2 + A Ajcos[2n(v) —vp)r — 0] +

A1Azcos[2a(v) + vt — @] + Afcos[47rvlt] + A%cos[47rvzt +2¢]}

where 1 is the photodiode responsivity. The first three
items given by the above equation represent two signals at
dc and one at the differenced frequency f~lv,-v,l. The
other signals are at optical frequencies which beyond the
responding wavelength of RFSA.

From the analysis above, the sensitivity is limited by the
linewidth of RF beat note (RBW), £, . Since the exact RF
beat note position is determined by the cavity resonances, its
noise is principally dependent of the phase noise character-
istics in optical domain of the cavity resonances and ulti-
mately by the quantum noise of the lasing mode, namely the
Schawlow-Townes linewidth.

That the two lasing lines share a common cavity enables
the cancellation of any optical frequency fluctuations caused
by the vibration or thermal drift of the cavity length when
the two frequencies are differenced, so that the beat-fre-
quency noise will only depends on the uncorrelated noise on
each optical tone. RBW can be translated directly from the
relative optical linewidth (8v -/ 5p7),

dfrrlfrr=oprVorr

where dv ;- is the optical linewidth of the laser sources
and v, is the optical frequency.

Below threshold power (spontaneous emission), relative
optical linewidth 0v,,;/Vpr is determined by the intrinsic
cavity loss (8 ,p7/Vop7=1/Q). The dispersion of CO, mol-
ecules gives v,p,~110.05 THz and fr~lv,-v,I=10.315
GHz. The Q,,,, of 5e8 results in RWB of 20.63 Hz. On the
other hand, the linewidth of the stimulated emission above
the lasing threshold dramatically decreases because of the
high coherence of the lasing light. The linewidth narrowing
is consistent with lasing process and should continue until
the system reaches the ultimate quantum-limited variance of
the optical frequency due to spontaneous emission, which is
known as the Schawlow-Townes limit,

7r/,chv3 B v (1+ KK
PouQoiQei ~ Pour  Qly

Vigser =

where u is the spontaneous emission factor, which is
around 600. v is the cavity lasing frequency. h is the Plank’s
constant, and P, represents the output power of the lasing
cavity. The above equation indicates that Av,,,. is inversely
proportional to the output laser power P, intrinsic quality
factor and external QQ, which leads to the fact that the narrow
linewidth happens in the strongly undercoupled regime.

For Q_.=1€9 and P_,,=2 uW, the laser linewidth from the
cavity is estimated to be 2.56 Hz, resulting in RBW=0.24
mHz. However, the jitter of the laser lines and the resolution
of the detection set the ultimate limitation of RBW and the
stability of the RF beatnote. Stable RF beatnote with RBW
of 10 mHz is reasonably achievable. Similar with the
aforementioned analysis, 1 ppm CO, at 2701.578 nm
induces the frequency shift of 63 Hz, which corresponds to
the RF shift of 126 Hz. Assuming Af,/0f, =1 is detectable,
the present invention is able to readily obtain the minimum
detectable absorption coefficient (MDA) of 2e-8 cm™,
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which corresponds to 79 part per trillion (ppt) of gas
concentration detection limit (CDL). If a similar microlaser
is able to be lasing around 4234 nm, where CO, has the
maximum absorption line strength (around two orders of
magnitude lager), the resulting CDL is improved two orders
of magnitude.

In other embodiments, the present invention provides a
gas detection system that takes advantage of the resonant
molecular absorption induced effects on Mid-IR WGM
spectra, based on the two existing sensing mechanism. The
large gas absorption resonance and different dispersion
behaviors across the absorption resonance enables the iden-
tification of the component of gases with relatively high
detection sensitivity. By employing the method of monitor-
ing the shift of RF beat note of two laser lines, a detection
limit of 8 ppt level is attained in the strongly undercoupled
regime, which allows the independence of sensitivity on
technical noise. A further improvement of sensitivity can be
achieved by increasing the interaction factor I'. As a result,
the embodiments of the present invention are able to func-
tion as optical gas sensors for identification of unclear gas
with ultra-high sensitivity in a wide range of applications.

In yet another embodiment, the present invention pro-
vides an optical molecular sensing device, comprising an
optical resonator adapted to be connected to an excitation
source. The optical resonator has an emission spectrum
comprised of a plurality of wavelengths whose individual
emission bandwidths are much narrower than the spacing
between any two adjacent wavelengths. In addition, a detec-
tion unit and a RF frequency counter to detect at least one
RF beat note resulting from detecting the emission spectrum
of the optical resonator may be used.

A target molecule is detected by a change in frequency of
the RF beat note indicating the presence of a target molecule.
In addition, the emission spectrum of the device may be
within the absorption region of one or more target molecules
and be comb-like, consisting of lines of nearly identical
height and spacing.

A tunable filter may also be used to remove all lines of the
emission spectrum other than two successive lines and
where the absorption of the target molecule is within the two
successive lines. The presence of the target molecule causes
an increase in line spacing and line broadening. This change
is detected by measuring the RF beat note between the two
successive lines to indicate the presence of a target mol-
ecule.

In other embodiments, the excitation source may be a
laser operating at a 2.7-2.8 um spectral range or another
source that is capable of generating an optical output com-
prised of a plurality of wavelengths at narrowband emis-
sions, such that these interact with at least one target
molecule.

In other embodiments, the laser operates at a temperature
greater than 0 degrees Celsius and may also include one or
more Er:ZBLAN microspheres coupled to a 980 nm laser.
The one or more Er:ZBLAN microspheres may be uni-
formly doped with Er densities of greater than 1 mole
percent.

In other embodiments, the present invention provides a
method of detecting the presence of a target molecule
comprising the steps of monitoring at least one RF beat note
resulting from detection of the optical output. Measuring a
change in frequency of the RF beat note indicating the
presence of a target molecule. In addition, the method may
include the removal of all lines of the output other than two
successive lines, with the absorption of the target molecule
being within the two successive lines.
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The change in the RF beat note may be generated by the
interaction of target molecules and the optical field due to
the asymmetric polarization response of the target molecule
in the vicinity of its absorption line. An increase in line
spacing and line broadening caused by the presence of the
target molecule is then detected by measuring the RF beat
note between the two successive lines.

In other embodiments of the invention, different mid-
infrared host glasses such as chalcogenide, telluride, or other
fluoride glasses may be used for the microresonators to be
used in the present invention.

In other embodiments of this invention, different rare-
earth (such as Dysprosium, Presodymium, Holmium and
Terbium) and transition metal dopants (such as Fe) may be
used individually or as plural co-dopants, preferably at high
doping densities (above 0.5%) to result in mid-infrared light
emitting sources at other wavelengths optimized for the
sensing of other molecules such as moisture (water vapor),
methane, nitrogen oxide, and hydrogen sulfide, as needed
for appropriate applications such as healthcare monitoring,
industrial process monitoring, and environmental monitor-
ing.

While the foregoing written description enables one of
ordinary skill to make and use what is considered presently
to be the best mode thereof, those of ordinary skill will
understand and appreciate the existence of variations, com-
binations, and equivalents of the specific embodiment,
method, and examples herein. The disclosure should there-
fore not be limited by the above described embodiments,
methods, and examples, but by all embodiments and meth-
ods within the scope and spirit of the disclosure.

What is claimed is:

1. An optical molecular sensing device, comprising:

an optical resonator adapted to be connected to an exci-

tation source;

said optical resonator having an emission spectrum com-

prised of a plurality wavelengths in the mid-infrared;
and

a detection unit and a RF frequency counter adapted to

detect an RF beat note frequency resulting from detect-
ing the emission spectrum of said optical resonator in
the absence of a target molecule and a change in
frequency of said RF beat note resulting from the
presence of the target molecule.

2. The device of claim 1 wherein said emission spectrum
is within the absorption region of one or more target
molecules.

3. The device of claim 1 wherein said emission spectrum
is a comb-like emission spectrum.

4. The device of claim 3 wherein said comb-like emission
spectrum consists of lines of nearly identical height and
spacing.

5. The device of claim 1 further including a tunable filter
to remove all lines of said emission spectrum other than two
successive lines.

6. The device of claim 5 wherein the absorption of the
target molecule is within the two successive lines.

7. The device of claim 1 wherein said change in said RF
beat note results from an increase in line spacing and line
broadening caused by the presence of the target molecule.
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8. An optical molecular sensing device, comprising:

an optical resonator adapted to be connected to an exci-

tation source;

said excitation source is a laser operating at a 2.7-2.8 um

spectral range;

said optical resonator having an emission spectrum com-

prised of a plurality wavelengths; and

a detection unit and a RF frequency counter adapted to

detect an RF beat note frequency resulting from detect-
ing the emission spectrum of said optical resonator
resonator in the absence of a target molecule and a
change in frequency of said RF beat note resulting from
the presence of the target molecule.

9. The device of claim 8 wherein laser operates at a
temperature greater than 0 degrees Celsius.

10. The device of claim 8 wherein said laser includes one
or more fluoride, telluride, or chalcogenide microspheres.

11. The device of claim 10 wherein said one or more
microspheres are uniformly doped Er:ZBLAN at greater
than 1 mole percent.

12. The device of claim 8 further including a tunable filter
to remove all lines of said emission spectrum other than two
successive lines.

13. The device of claim 8 wherein said change in said RF
beat note results from an increase in line spacing and line
broadening caused by the presence of the target molecule.

14. A method of detecting the presence of a target
molecule comprising the steps of:

generating an optical output from an optical source com-

prised of a plurality wavelengths from a source that
allows interaction of the optical field with at least one
target molecule;

monitoring at least one RF beat note resulting from

detection of the optical output in the absence of a target
molecule; and

measuring a change in frequency of said RF beat note

indicating the presence of a target molecule.

15. The method of claim 14 further wherein all lines of
said output are removed other than two successive lines, said
absorption of the target molecule is within the two succes-
sive lines.

16. The method of claim 15 wherein an increase in line
spacing and line broadening caused by the presence of the
target molecule is detected by measuring the RF beat note
between the two successive lines.

17. The method of claim 15 further including the step of
exciting the optical source using a laser operating at a
2.7-2.8 um spectral range, at a temperature greater than O
degrees Celsius, and wherein said laser includes one or more
Er:ZBLAN, fluoride, telluride, or chalcogenide micro-
spheres coupled to a 980 nm laser.

18. The method of claim 17 wherein said microspheres
are doped with Erbium, Dysprosium, Presodymium, Hol-
miu, Terbium or transition metal dopants at high doping
densities above 0.5 mole percent.

19. The method of claim 14 wherein the change in RF beat
note is generated by the interaction of target molecules and
the optical field due to the asymmetric polarization response
of the target molecule in the vicinity of its absorption line.
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